Fictional Techniques in the Novels of Ruth Prawer Jhabvala by Kapil, Geeta
  
Asian Journal of 
Multidisciplinary Studies 
ISSN: 2321-8819 (Online) 
           2348-7186 (Print)  
Impact Factor: 0.92 
Volume 3, Issue 6, June 2015 
                  
    
 
                                                                       Available online at www.ajms.co.in  159 
Fictional Techniques in the Novels of Ruth Prawer Jhabvala 
 
Geeta Kapil,  
Associate Professor, Department of English,  
Vidyant Hindu P.G. College, Lucknow, U.P 
Abstract: The Indian Novel in English has through the years developed into a medium comprehensive 
enough to accommodate the multifaceted reality of the complex Indian life. The women novelists show a 
variety of their own under the influence of their nativity and the geographical stations from where they work. 
But the fact can not be denied that these    novelists living in India or abroad have their eyes on Western 
audience and therefore they have very often  adapt their stories to the Western taste and in the process often 
go beyond the mark. Ruth Jhabvala is no exeption. This article prepares the parameters for an in-depth 
textual analysis of Jhabvala’s novels but also helps in the objective evaluation of the use of social realism as 
an integral part of a narrative technique. Jhabvala is a mute observer of the various currents and cross 
currents, grades and shades of the multidimensional Indian reality. Living in her ‘Ivory Tower’, she reflects 
her own feelings towards India and her art matures along with her experience of India. Everything Indian 
fascinates her in the beginning but in due course she is bored with India’s poverty and corruption and the 
furious social scuffling in India of her times and describes the head-on collision between traditional and 
modern, the East and the West and the confusion that follows in the wake of these collisions. Jhabvala’s 
vision is comic but gradually her treatment of Indian society, hypocrisy and pretentiousness takes her into 
the realm of irony , that is, to some extent, bitter and full of cynicism. Her use of Indian vocabulary and 
imagery etc. are quite effective in the context of her narrative skill. The shift in the themes and techniques of 
her novels manifest the journey of Jhabvala’s life that she starts in India and ends in America. 
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          Introduction: Among the post- colonial 
writers writing in English, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala 
stands aloof due to her birth, parentage and culture. 
While the senior generation of writers could 
continue their stories of class and caste tussle 
through the socio- economic and ritualistic tension, 
Jhabvala being an „ outside- insider‟ could easily 
find her fictional material through, what M.R. 
Arnold calls, „a hotch-potch world of – 
insistencies‟ of the Indian social system. She was 
aware of her limitations, therefore confines herself 
to the domestic frictions and hypocrisicies of the 
Indian middle class life. But what makes an artist 
different from the other is not the choice of theme 
because India is a land of diversity so there had 
never been a derth of fictional material for the 
novelist and the theme are most of the times, taken 
from the society to which he belongs but the 
presentation of those themes in an impressible and 
artistic way. „what oft was thought but never so 
well expressed‟ said Pope. In the real sense, 
literature is not a thing said but a way of saying it. 
While the English writers presented their themes 
and subject matter in their own language and with 
their own sensibility, the Indo- English writers 
were confronted by a number of artistic problems 
because they had to handle their native themes in a 
language that was not their own. It was a great 
obstacle in their way to write novels. In order to 
simplify the linguistic problem, the novelists have 
taken themes from urban and cosmopolitan 
situations where language is no serious barrier. In a 
New Delhi drawing room where North and South 
meet, English, albeit, a special kind of English, is 
often  the normal means of communication. The 
language that Jhabvala uses for the purpose of her 
Indian novels is very artistic. It is not the Queen‟s 
English, nor it is the language spoken by highly 
educated people of India. Such a language is 
Jhabvala‟s own invention which suits the novels‟ 
characters. She overcame the linguistic barrier by 
choosing the themes from Aristocratic and high 
class urban life of the Delhites with which she was 
very well familiar and used it as a fictional raw 
material for her novels. Meenakshi Mukherji 
remarks: 
     „Urban culture, specially the more affluent 
levels of it, where English is often the language of 
daily living does represent a real slice of Indian 
life, and although narrow, it is varied enough for 
the novelists to find fictional raw material as 
Prawer Jhabvala has done in some of her novels.‟ 
      The various themes used by Jhabvala to fulfil 
her artistic purpose are not new and original but 
have been exploited for long by her predecessors. 
But whereas the other Indo-English novelists either 
in the presentation of woman‟s emancipation or in 
depicting cultural clashes or the like showed a 
serious concern for India‟s poor and downtrodden, 
Jhabvala satisfied herself by presenting their 
predicament satirically or rather ironically. Though 
she was not unaware of India‟s extreme poverty 
and in her essay „ Myself in India’ she explains: 
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       „The most salient fact about India is that it is 
very poor and very backward.‟  
Despite this explanation, she does not write about 
the poor in India because she never lived with 
them. But as a novelist she is sharp enough to see 
how poverty affects the behaviour of the rich in 
India, how it determines their life style and 
conditions their attitude. Jhabvala‟s novels are 
social comedies and like Jane Austen, she 
preoccupies herself with the details of her 
character‟s life, style, dress, houses and outward 
appearance rather than with their individuality. 
Satire and irony, without humour are the hallmarks 
of Jhabvala‟s writings. As is the motive of every 
comedy to unite the lovers at the end, the comedies 
of Jhabvala bring the lovers finally together by 
using an 18
th
 century fictional device that is true, at 
the same time, to Indian social realities: a letter in 
To Whom She Will that solves all problems and 
clears up all uncertainties, Krishna writes to Amrita 
from Calcutta, to tell her that he loves her. The 
reader is not permitted to see the text of this letter 
but feels its content when Amrita reads it in Delhi, 
rapture makes her pace the lawn with the letter in 
her hand and circle between the hedge and plantain 
tree, distressing her mother‟s cook by forgetting to 
eat her dinner. Such delicate reticence on the 
author‟s part and her introduction at this emotional 
moment of a touch of ironic comedy do full justice 
to the characters of the lovers, both of whom are 
inclined to hide their feelings from the world and 
often resort to irony as mask or shield. Such a 
subtle adaptation of the epistle to her special needs 
in To Whom She Will is one among numerous 
instances of the way Jhabvala regards literary 
modes and models drawn from East and West as 
starting points rather than as boundaries for her 
own art. 
             In her fiction, different classes of society 
have their different life styles. In To Whom She 
Will, Pt. Raj Bahadur centres his whole existence 
within his protective shell. The house is heavy with 
furniture and antique pieces which show his past 
glory. The upper class society is skilfully depicted 
while Jhabvala is not bad at drawing the poor 
refugee quarters where the Sahnis and the Anands 
live humbly. The newly-rich are interested in 
buying expensive things to show their prosperity. 
In The Nature of Passion domestic friction is dealt 
elaborately where every member has his own taste 
and hobbies and looks down upon others but still 
the family is united with the power of money. In 
satirizing selfishness in the members of Lalaji‟s 
materialistic family, Ruth Jhabvala turns for the 
last time to 18
th
 century fiction for her models. 
Similarly, selfishness and a feverish enthusiasm for 
social climbing unite with ambition on her 
husband‟s behalf to produce in Kantha an Indian 
avatar of Fanny Dashwood in Jane Austen‟s Sense 
and Sensibility. Her novels resemble Austen‟s not 
only in their settings and social background, but 
also in theme. Acid social portraits of Indian snobs, 
social workers and literary lions are woven into 
plots concerning the amusing errors made by 
youthful, misguided but ultimately maturing or 
contended lovers that inevitably recall Pride and 
Prejudice and Emma. Because the novels of 
Jhabvala are written in the Indian setting, the most 
powerful phenomena of the Indian system that of 
the joint family could not loose her sight. The joint 
family always provided the novelist with the rich 
fictional material because of the complexity and 
diversity of human relationships within it. 
        Another fictional technique that Jhabvala 
frequently employs is „the descriptions of an 
interior setting to expose, and sometimes dissect 
hidden truths about individual character. The house 
of the Europeans wear a different look and though 
they are too much in love with Indian culture, live 
in a European style at their home. Jhabvala resents 
an ironic picture of Esmond‟s house and Esmond 
sitting alone for meal „at his smart little dining 
table in his smart little dining corner.‟Jhabvala‟s 
description of the „interiors‟ and „exteriors‟ is the 
only medium in which she attained absolute 
mastery. 
             With the British impact on India‟s  cultural 
front, a new subject matter came in the hands of the 
novelists which they liberally used and that was the 
encounter between East and West. Whereas Raja 
Rao explored for mythological and philosophical 
interpretations in his ‘Serpent And The Rope’, 
Jhabvala handled this theme in the context of man-
woman relationship. Jhabvala excels in this theme 
of cultural clash because being a foreigner, she 
herself faced these problems in India. This theme 
developed gradually in her novels from To Whom 
She Will and reached the climax in Heat and Dust. 
To Whom She Will is an uneasy blending of two 
worlds, not only of the conservative and the 
modern in changing society, but of materials and 
methods drawn from the West and the Orient. The 
picture of the homes of Pt. Rai Bahadur and Tara 
on the one hand and the Sahnis and the Anands on 
the other present a striking contrast. The latter‟s 
home resembles an Indian slum where men and 
cattle live in the same area and Hari‟s younger 
sister milking the cow and shouting at her children 
shows the slice of real India. Esmond in India is a 
full length study of a European who in the initial 
stage of his life in India is deeply touched by her 
depth and philosophy and falls in love with 
beautiful Gulab whom he thinks the embodiment of 
the Orient beauty. But soon he is disillusioned with 
the country and his wife as well. Esmond longs for 
England “where there were solid gray houses and 
solid gray people, and the sky was kept within 
decent proportion,” In The Twice Born Fiction, 
Meenakshi Mukherji studies how the theme is 
handled by individual writers and comes to the 
conclusion that  
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          „The Indo-Anglian novelists more often than 
not is trying to reconcile within himself two 
conflicting systems of value.‟ 
           In the world of shifting values Ruth 
Jhabvala sets herself to depict by making India her 
subject, certain elements are selected by her and 
presented as being of permanent and untarnishable 
worth. Indian classical music and literature, 
devotional songs, dance, art and architecture stand 
in her novels and stories for the essential and most 
valuable aspects of Indian civilization, and her 
characters frequently reveal themselves to the 
reader according to their capacity to response full 
of them. 
           In A Backward Place this theme takes a step 
further and Jhabvala with her own boredom with 
India draws her characters in her own image. The 
Hungarian Etta now longs for home because India 
brings nothing but germs and disease. Even 
Charissa who earlier came with a genuine purpose 
to seek the spiritual comfort in the country is 
disillusioned now but these women are trapped and 
find escape impossible.There is only one European 
Judy who takes India for her home because she has 
passed a life even worse in England with her 
father‟s death of cancer and her mother‟s suicide. 
In her art and vision, Jhabvala is close to Rudyard 
Kipling. But whereas Kipling is fascinated by the 
mystic, the occult, the supernatural and the 
spiritual; Jhabvala‟s handling of seemingly trivial 
dialogue and seemingly commomplace  incident to 
expose the inner landscape of her character‟s minds 
and souls is one of the features of her characteristic 
technique that is well advanced in Get Ready For 
Battle, she has come a very long way from the 
arguments that took place among the daughters of 
Pt. Rai Bahadur Saxena in To Whom She Will 
which were lively, entertaining and illustrative  
aspects of conflict in Indian upper class society in 
the 1980s, but of limited significance in relation to 
the psychology of the characters involved.                     
Though the language is earthly and commonplace, 
the characters are rather weak and flat and have a 
fixed mode of existence. What Jhabvala does with 
them is not to trace development but to place them 
in a series of situations to bring out their various 
attributes. The incidents widen and diversify the 
social picture and set the characters in different 
relations. The incidents are often quite trivial; a 
party, a meeting, a quarrel or a discussion. The 
ending is inconclusive because the characters do 
not move in any particular direction and there is no 
action which culminates in a conclusion. In an 
article called „The Yogi and The Babbitt‟ H. Moore 
Williams recognizes the truth about Jhabvala‟s 
characters and says: 
      „The tragedy of modern India as depicted in 
Jhabvala‟s novels is the total failure of 
communication between the Babbitt and the Yogi.‟ 
         This is a shrewd observation. The title and the 
epigraph of the novel, borrowed from „Gita’ refer 
to a philosophical position. In the novel, Get Ready 
for Battle Jhabvala presents the Yogi and the 
Babbitt in their extremely perverted forms. Lala ji 
in The Nature Of Passion is a selfish and greedy 
person. He is used to give bribes and believes that 
corruption is an essential part of conducting 
business. But he is attached to his family. He 
believes in vulgar display of wealth but this is to 
enhance his position in society. He has a touch of 
regret about the way he is going, and he is not 
morally depraved. 
       This unchangeability of characters is a feature 
of the novel of character and it helps points the 
clear-cut diversity of characters and manners. In his 
review of Heat and Dust, published in The Times of 
India, Nissim Ezekeil talks about Jhabvala‟s static 
characters, monstrous distortions, etc. He seemed 
to have overlooked the fact that in a novel of 
character, the characters are bound to be static and 
larger than life. 
              The characters that Jhabvala draws are 
suited to the purpose of the comedy of manners. 
Her aim is not to philosophise or moralize a theme 
but to satirize and ridicule a society with keen 
observant eye. This is the reason that Jhabvala 
mixed satire with irony in the portrayal of 
characters. The ironic portrait of Esmond Stillwood 
strikes our mind who „has come specially to India 
to teach you people all about your own country,‟ 
says the red English man. His head is full of 
polysyllabic Sanskrit titles, he can reel off dates( 
circa, and all that), and he is supposed to make a 
living by teaching Indian and world culture to 
young society ladies. 
           India, being a land of spiritualism, the Sadhu 
as ascetic becomes a commonplace figure in the 
fictional narratives who reincarnates himself time 
to time for the salvation of humanity. The old 
belief of Avatar has get slightly modified in the 
incarnation of swamis. 
           Thus swamis, commercials, professionals 
and service class people are all portrayed at 
superficial level. Nissim Ezekiel criticizes Jhabvala 
not because she offers no insights into Indian life 
but because he thinks that her fiction is flawed by 
her inability to fully realize her characters. In a 
review of Heat and Dust, Ezekiel says: 
               „Jhabvala‟s major weakness as a novelist 
is her inability to create any genuinely complex or 
even simple inner life for her characters.‟ 
          Whereas the other Indo-Anglian novelists 
went for exploration of the human consciousness; 
for Jhabvala the novel form, by and large, remained 
confined to the depiction of manners, traditions and 
the domestic details. Jhabvala relishes the 
presentation of drawing room, the interiors and also 
the kitchens and dining table. Amrita‟s mother 
preparing breakfast for Krishna, Tarla‟s fancy 
parties arranged to meet a social cause turn out to 
be grand luncheon parties and Prema‟s high 
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preparation for Amrita‟s arrival, filling the plates 
with yellow ladoos, white burfi with breath thin 
silver paper, brown gulab jamuns oozing syrup, 
golden rings of jalebi etc. In The Nature of Passion, 
the rich businessmen, their sons and daughters 
were fond of parathas, puris and potatoes, tamarind 
in curry. They had huge breakfast, buttermilk, 
pineapples, oranges, apples and nuts. Such and the 
other details regarding the eating habits of the 
people are presented beautifully. 
           Besides food, Jhabvala gave a detailed 
account of the dress worn by different classes of 
society. In her first novel, To Whom She Will she 
gave additional notes on the manner of wearing 
Indian saree. The Punjabi dressed up in Salwar- 
Kameej with special dark lilac satin suits glittering 
with sequins on marriage occasions. The ladies of 
other communities generally wore sarees. In 
Esmond in India, the newly-rich who, a little before 
independence, dressed themselves smartly and 
meticulously in London suits started wearing 
Indian dress light white Jodhpuri and a knee length 
fitted coat, buttoned high up to the neck. The dress 
worn by the swamis also enhanced their spiritual 
charm, the orange- coloured long gown as in The 
Householder and A New Dominion. Besides 
describing the dress and food of the characters, 
Jhabvala, time and often, shows the middle class 
localities living conditions and quarrels of the 
neighbours. In To Whom She Will the dispute in the 
neighbourhood of Anands ruins the well arranged 
betrothal day of Sushila and Hari. The same sort of 
quarrel takes place in Ram Nath‟s neighbourhood 
in Esmond in India which drives Lakshmi mad 
with rage to enable her to blame her husband for 
providing her this miserable life. It seems from the 
presentation of such scenes that Jhabvala repeats 
herself very often and turns her fiction into a 
formula. 
 Indian traditions and customs also 
provided the novelist with a rich fictional world, a 
great regard for tradition is shown. The marriages 
arranged by the elders are appreciated whereas the 
rebellion against families are looked down with 
contempt. In her first novel,To Whom She Will, 
Amrita‟s boldness to marry her lover is 
discouraged by her mother and family members 
and finally traditional values are established. The 
novel‟s lovers find happiness in their several ways 
in the teeth of family insensitivity to their deepest 
feelings. The reader knows that Amrita‟s decision 
to marry Krishna will cause no rethinking, no 
restatement of established values in the Saxena 
household. Sunk in the lassitude from which 
nothing can awaken them, the old generation can 
not appreciate their young relatives need to think 
and act as individuals. The families that lived 
around Delhi within a few hundred miles radius of 
the cosmopolitan city had their reunions at a 
funeral, a wedding, a betrothal and a name giving. 
A vivid account of the traditional culture is shown 
in The Nature of Passion. Lala ji sees the ad 
column in the newspaper regularly to find a 
suitable match for Nimmi. Similarly the description 
of the people‟s habit is marvellous. Men generally 
cough before entering the women‟s quarter and the 
women automatically pulled their sarees over their 
heads. Traditional ways of worshipping the gods on 
religious occasions are also vividly depicted. In 
every field of life, traditional and cultural heritage 
is appreciated and untraditional ideas are supposed 
to be anti-social and evil. A considerable part of 
Jhabvala‟s novels is that she does not describe 
religion at large. Though Europeans and Muslims 
are shown living in India but no mention of 
churches and mosques is there in their life. Hindu 
religion dominated. 
Jhabvala‟s India is confined to Delhi 
which is picturized in all its beauty and diversity: 
The Palace cinema,radio station, the Danish 
Embassy, shopping centre called Cannaught Place, 
the Subzimandi, the Delhi Railway station and so 
on –all these sights give Delhi a peculiar character. 
Jhabvala also gives the information about the social 
institutions and cultural organizations. In A 
Backward Place, Mrs. Kaul, the organizer of the 
Cultural Dais, has nothing solid to discuss and she 
is not the least concerned with the actual motive of 
the Dais. 
             Jhabvala is closer to R.K. Narayan due to 
her ironic detachment and the traditional English 
and standard prose though she has often been 
compared to Jane Austen and Chekhov. As a 
practitioner of art of fiction, the choice of idiom, 
the mode of describing a scene, the method of 
narrating event and of communicating the 
European‟s vision of India, seem to be the central 
problem of Jhabvala. Her basic position is first that 
she is a European writer, and second, she writes 
primarily for western audience. Her strength as 
well as her weakness as a craftsman in fiction have 
to be assessed in the light of this specific point of 
view.  
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